Dictatorship of the Proletariat by Sendy, John
DICTATORSHIP 
OF THE 
PROLETARIAT?
A contribu tion  to untangling the confused concept “dicta­
torship of the proletariat” by a Vice-President of the Com ­
m unist Party o f Australia.
H IS T O R IC A L  D EV ELO PM EN TS in  the Soviet U nion, the cu l­
tu ra l revo lu tion  in  China, the Sino-Soviet conflict and the debacle 
in  Czechoslovakia focus a tten tion  up o n  the structures, mores and 
theories of socialist society- I t  is asked, from  the negative side, 
w hether the divergences exhib ited  in  contem porary socialist coun­
tries are in h eren t in  the  socialist system or even in  the very theories 
of Com m unism . Socialist experience together w ith the complexities 
of m odern industria l society have led revolutionaries to  ponder 
old problem s anew. T o  the m any anarchistically  inclined who desire 
the free society, the concept of revolu tionary  governm ent in  any 
form  is incom prehensible, for revolu tion  and  governm ent, in  their 
view, are incom patible. H ence the vague no tion  “we’ll knock 
the old society down and then  the people w ill b u ild  u p  a new one 
w ithou t preconceived b lueprin ts of any k in d ” holds sway am ong 
many. O thers m ain ta in  that com plete or alm ost com plete decentral­
isation and  autonom y through w orkers’ control, studen t power 
and the like is the solution. For the C om m unist Party  adherents, 
in the m ain, the concept of the d icta to rsh ip  of the pro le taria t 
w ith some possible variation from  the Soviet m odel provides an 
equally  sim plistic answer to the problem  of transition  to the good 
society.
In  the C om m unist M anifesto M arx and  Engels advanced the 
vague yet insp iring  outline  of a society w here class distinctions 
had  disappeared and  where all p roduction  had  been concentrated 
in  the hands of a “vast association of the whole n a tio n ”. M arx 
described his ideal as a society where the relations of everyday life 
“offer m an none b u t perfectly in te llig ib le  and  reasonable relations 
w ith regard  to his fellowm an and to n a tu re ” .
T h e  lile-process of society, which is based on th e  process of m aterial production, 
docs no t s trip  off its mystical veil u n til it is treated  as production by freely 
associated m en, and is consciously regu lated  by them  in  accordance w ith a 
settled plan. (Karl M arx, Capital Vol. 1, George Allan and Unwin 1946 p.5*)-
T h e  C om m unist revolution, claim ed M arx and  Engels, w o u ld  
constitu te the m ost radical ru p tu re  w ith  trad itiona l p roperty  rela-
10
AUSTRALIAN LEFT REVIEW August-September, 1969
lions and  ideas. In  place of the old bourgeois society, w ith  its 
classes and  class antagonism s, there w ould be an  association, in  
which the free developm ent o f each is the condition fo r  the free 
developm ent o f all. (M arx and  Engels, T h e  M anifesto  o f the Com ­
m unist Party).
T h e  path  to the new society, in  the view of M arx  and  Engels, 
lay th rough a w orking class revolution which w ould  aim  to “raise 
the p ro letaria t to the position  of ru lin g  class, to  w in th e  battle  
of democracy”. “Freedom ”, wrote M arx in  the C ritique of the 
Gotha Program, “consists in  converting the state from  an  organ 
superim posed upon society in to  one com pletely subord inated  to 
it . . •” Between capitalist an d  com m unist society w ould  lie the 
period of the revolutionary  transform ation  of the one in to  the other. 
T here  w ould correspond to  th is also a political transition  period  in 
which the state could be n o th in g  b u t “the revolu tionary  d icta to r­
ship of the p ro le ta ria t”. (K arl M arx, Selected W orks Vol. 2, Cooper­
ative P ublishing Society 1936 p. 577).
M arx poin ted  ou t th a t the  state is an  organ of class rule, an  organ 
for continu ing  oppression of one class by another, an d  th a t it 
m aintains an order w hich legalises and  perpetuates this oppres­
sion by “m oderating” the collisions between the classes. T h is  view 
illustrates a pure or classical view of the state stripped  of all com­
plexities.
H istorically the bourgeois state has existed, according to  M arx, 
for the sake of private p roperty  and provided a “form  of organ­
isation” which has the aim  of safeguarding the property  and 
interests of the bourgeoisie. T h e  degree of democracy extended to 
the working people depends on the level of the struggle they wage 
for democracy and  on the dem ocratic requirem ents necessary to 
‘m oderate” the class struggle and  to  ensure the stable control 
°f the capitalists over society.
Discussing the advanced bourgeois-dem ocratic states of his time 
Engels observed that, in  them , w ealth  wields its pow er indirectly  
yet all the m ore effectively. In  a later period Gramsci po in ted  out 
that in  such countries having a long trad ition  of bourgeois rule, 
tha t ru le  d id  no t rest on the open  repressive force of the bourgeois 
state. “R a th e r it  rested o n  the bourgeois hegem ony of political 
consciousness, th a t is, on  the fact th a t in  hundreds of different ways 
Jt h ad  secured the adop tion  of its own w orld view by the  whole 
populace”. (Alastair D avidson, A n to n io  Gramsci T h e  M an , H is 
Ideas, A ustralian Left Review  Publication  1968 p. 39). R eferring  
A ustralia  Jo h n  P layford argues th a t capitalism  in  countries 
hke A ustralia (or neo-capitalism  to  use P layford’s term ) “is no t 
M aintained by force of arm s o r by a repressive state ap p ara tu s  bu t 
because the m ajority  of the people believe th a t i t  is the n a tu ra l
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form  of socio-political organisation and  tha t it satisfies hum an 
needs and provides for the full developm ent of individual talents 
and  capacities”. (John Playford, Neo-Capitalism  in Australia, A rena 
P ublishing Association 1969 p. 50). P layford goes on to advocate 
tha t “one of the big tasks of socialists is to  break this ideological 
hegem ony” .
Engels, Gramsci, Davidson and  Playford are undoubtedly correct 
in  the p o in t they raise. Yet the force of the bourgeois state remains. 
Ideological hegemony, or naked oppression (to which the dem o­
cratic bourgeois state reverts w hen seriously assailed) the ru le is 
exercised by or on behalf of the capitalist class — in this sense a 
dictatorship irrespective of the degree o f electoral democracy which 
may prevail. Despite whatever political democracy exists a class 
d ictatorship  underlies ou r whole system.
T h e  dictatorsh ip  of the bourgeoisie in  the m odern capitalist 
state is veiled by the existence of parliam ents, political parties, 
electoral procedures and  the like. T h e  ru lin g  class itself usually 
operates m ore than  one political party. Such parties pursue 
sectional interests and  frequently conflict on even im portan t issues 
of advancing the interests of the wealthy.
Discussing the views of M arx, Engels and  L enin  on how to over­
come the problem  of the state and  the  need for a transitional state 
E. H . C arr in terprets their conclusions as follows:
In the long ru n , the  traditional socialist view of the  state as an evil in  itself, 
a product of contradiction and an  in strum ent of oppression, which can have 
no place in  a com m unist order of the fu ture, was m aintained in its entirety. 
In the short ru n , it was argued th a t the pro letaria t, having destroyed the bourgeois 
state instrum ent by revolutionary means, w ould need to set up  a tem porary 
state instrum ent of their own — the dictatorship  of the p ro letaria t — u n til such 
lim e as the last vestiges of bourgeois society h ad  been eradicated and the class­
less socialist order firmly established. A working distinction was thus drawn 
between the eventual comm unist society, when all inequalities between m an and 
m an would have disappeared and the state no longer exist, and w hat came to be 
variously known as “socialism” or “ the first stage of com m unism ’”, when the 
last vestiges of the bourgeois order were no t yet eradicated and the state took 
the form of a d ictatorship of the p roletaria t. (E. H . Carr, T he Bolshevik R evo­
lution  Vol. I, Penguin edition p.242).
H ence the theoretical concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat 
as opposed to bourgeois d icta torsh ip  was proposed for the long 
transitional period to  Communism, as the direction through which 
class divisions would be eradicated an d  the state eventually would 
die away.
M arx and  Engels m ade only a few references to the dictatorship 
of the p ro letaria t. I t  was Lenin, in  T h e  State and R evo lu tion , The  
Proletarian R evo lu tion  and T h e  Renegade K autsky  and  othei 
works who developed w hat is now know n as “ the theory of the 
d icta torsh ip  of the p ro le ta ria t”.
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By dictatorship  of the  p ro le taria t M arx and  L enin  m eant rule 
of the working class in  contradistinction  to ru le by the bourgeoisie. 
T h e  concept envisaged direct democracy, the great developm ent 
of democracy, eventually  leading, after the crushing of the power 
of the old rulers, to the w ithering  away of the  state an d  all au th o ri­
tarianism . In  State and  R evo lu tion  L enin  wrote th a t the  mass of 
the p o pu la tion  w ould be raised to independen t partic ipa tion  no t 
only in  voting and  elections b u t in  day-to-day adm inistration. H e 
argued tha t under socialism “all w ill adm inister in  tu rn  and  will 
quickly become accustom ed to  nobody adm inistering”.
T h u s the d icta torsh ip  of the pro le taria t referred  to the  type of 
society and originally d id  no t form ulate concrete ideas as to  the 
form  of governm ent th is w ould entail. N either in  M arx  n o r in  
L enin  d id  ideas of obligatory censorship, denial of righ ts of po li­
tical association or m onopoly of pow er by one party , emerge.
Form  o f the D ictatorship
Ideas regarding a precise form  of governm ent under the  d ic ta to r­
ship of the p ro le taria t were developed w ith the R ussian revolution  
and  took the form  of the Soviets. T h e  October revolu tion  saw the 
establishm ent of the pow er of the Soviets.
T he Soviets are a new state appara tus which, in  the first place, provides an 
arm ed force of workers and peasants; and this force is no t divorced from the 
people, as was the  old standing army, b u t is very closely bound  u p  w ith the 
people. From  the  m ilitary  p o in t of view this force is incom parably, m ore power­
ful then  previous forces; from  the revolutionary p o in t of view, it cannot be 
replaced by anything else. Secondly, w ith the  m ajority  of the people, so intim ate, 
so indissoluble^ so easily verifiable and renewable, th a t no th ing  even remotely 
like it existed in the  previous state  apparatus. T h ird ly , this apparatus, by 
v irtue of the fact th a t its personnel is elected and subject to  recall a t the 
people’s will w ithout any bureaucratic  formalities, is far m ore democratic 
than  any previous apparatus. Fourthly, i t  provides a close contact w ith the 
most varied professions, thereby facilitating the  adoption  of the m ost varied 
and m ost radical reforms w ithou t red  tape. Fifthly, it provides an organisational 
form for the vanguard, i.e. for the most class-conscious, m ost energetic and 
most progressive section of the  oppressed classes, the  workers and  peasants, 
and so constitutes an appara tus by m eans of which the  vanguard  of the  oppressed 
classes can elevate, train , educate, and lead the entire vast mass of these classes, 
which has up  to now stood com pletely outside of political life and history. 
Sixthly, it makes i t  possible to  combine the  advantages of the  parliam entary  
system w ith those of im m ediate and direct democracy, i.e. to vest in  th e  people’s 
elected representatives bo th  legislative and executive  functions. C om pared w ith 
the bourgeois parliam entary  system, this is an advance in  democracy’s develop­
m ent which is of world-wide, historic  significance. (V. I. Lenin, "C an the  Bol­
sheviks R etain State Power?”, Collected W orks Vol. 26, Progress Publishers 1964 
PP-103, 104).
Isaac D eutscher com m ents on the early Soviet position:
In  the Soviets the  p ropertied  classes were not represented: they were to be 
disfranchised in  the way in  which the  old ru ling  classes are disfranchised in 
any ^evolution. (T his d id  not. necessarily m e a tu im  they should also be deprived
13
AUSTRALIAN LEFT REVIEW August-September, 1969
of freedom of expression). T he Soviets were to combine legislative and executive 
powers, and  the  governm ent was to be responsible to them . T h e  electors were 
en titled  to revoke, to change their deputies a t any tim e, no t merely during 
periodic polls; and th e  Soviets w ould a t any tim e depose the  government through 
a vote of no  confidence. T h e  existence of opposition and the continued contest 
of parties w ith in  the  Soviets were taken for granted. T h a t the  ru ling  party 
alone should be  en titled  to  form public  op in ion  d id  no t enter anybody’s m ind. 
(T he  Prophet A rm ed, p .318).
T h ere  followed a trem endous upsurge of direct democracy, public 
debate, mass m eetings and  ideas for w orkers’ control, in  w hich the 
Soviets were the centra of virile revolu tionary  activity. A t th e  same 
tim e there occurred the civil war, the invasion of fourteen armies of 
in terven tion  and  the struggle for the very survival of the Soviet 
s ta te .' T h is  struggle iVas successful in  the  m ilitary sense only shortly 
before L en in ’s death  in  1924.
Follow ing its form ation the Soviet G overnm ent had  not only to 
organise the  defeat of the W hiteguards and  the expulsion of in te r­
ventionist arm ies b u t also the industria lisa tion  of a backw ard coun­
try. H ostile surroundings follow ing the defeat of the revolution 
in  the W est m ade the  problem s all the  m ore stupendous.
T h e  im plication  is th a t the “forced m arches” dictated  to the 
new Soviet repub lic  created the  m ateria l or objective conditions out 
of w h ith  developed the apotheosised m arxism  la te r presented by 
Stalin  an d  the theoreticians tra in ed  in  his orbit. “R ectilinearity  and 
one-sidedness, stiffness and  petrification, subjectivism  and subjective 
blindness —  voila the epistem ological roots of idealism ”. (See V. I. 
Lenin , O n Dialectics)- O u t of the by-ways forced on  the Soviet 
comrades grew the caricatures an d  dogmas w hich were presented 
as m arxism  in  the era of socialist revolution.
In  1919 L enin  declared: “In  Russia the d ictatorship  of the 
p ro le ta ria t m ust inevitably differ in  certain  particulars from  w hat 
it  w ould be in  the advanced countries, owing to  the very great 
backwardness and  petty-bourgeois character of our country”. 
(Economics and  Politics in  the  E ra of the D ictatorship  of the P ro ­
letaria t, Collected W orks Vol. 30 p. 108). Obviously true! However 
L en in  goes on (and proves th a t despite being probably  the greatest 
revolu tionary  p lan n er in  history he was still a m ortal hum an  being)- 
“B ut the basic forces — an d  the basic forms of social economy 
are the same in  Russia as in  any capitalist country, so tha t the 
peculiarities can apply  only to  w hat is of lesser im portance”. T h is 
statem ent cannot be sustained. R ussia was overwhelm ingly a peasant 
country  w ith  a correspondingly agrarian , peasant economy. In  our 
country And m any other capitalist countries there are no peasants 
an d  only small num bers of farmers. L enin  in  the same article 
stated  th a t "the whole essence of socialism” (L enin’s emphasis) lay 
in  dem arcating" the  w orking peasan t from  the; peasant owner, the
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peasant worker from  the peasant huckster, the peasant w ho labors 
from  the peasant who profiteers”. Such a prob lem  does no t arise 
in A ustralia and  sim ilar countries (which is no t to  say there are 
no t other  problem s) an d  if L enin  was righ t about it being the 
whole essence of socialism in  Russia it certainly is not so in  Aus­
tralia. Lenin frequently  em phasised th a t the  suprem e principle  
of the d ictatorship of the p ro le ta ria t was the bu ild ing  and  m ain ­
tenance of the  alliance w ith  the  peasantry. H ard ly  so in  A ustralia.
From  these few exam ples alone it surely m ust be recognised 
tha t m uch of L en in ’s w ritings and  polemics applied  w ith  m ain 
force to  the peculiarly  R ussian  situation  and  canno t be taken  as 
“gospel” for all times, places and  conditions. I t  is tiresom e to 
repeat this b u t it  is still m ore tiresome th a t m any in  the Com­
m unist m ovem ent in ternationally  and  in  A ustralia  a ttem p t to 
force upon  us especially th a t section of L en in ’s writings. I t  is an 
irony of history th a t such canonising distorts an d  obliterates the 
revolutionary side of his doctrine, its revolutionary  soul, an ap ­
proach w hich L enin  him self repeatedly pilloried.
N ot long before his d eath  Lenin, in  com m enting th a t a workers 
state is an abstraction, w ent on to  define Soviet Russia as "a workers 
state w ith  bureaucratic distortions” w ith  the added  peculiarity  of 
a p redom inan t peasant population . I t  is interesting, yet pointless, 
to im agine how  L enin  w ould have defined the U.S.S.R. in  S talin ’s 
heyday or even now! F o r the revolutionary  d ictatorsh ip  of L en in ’s 
tim e gave way to the to ta lita rian  d ictatorship  of the S talin  period 
and  then  to the bureaucratic , hierarchical in stitu tionalism  of today.
D id the d ictatorship  of the proletariat operate d u ring  the Stalin 
era in  the U.S.S.R.? T h a t  it  obviously d id  no t has been revealed 
by Soviet Com m unists themselves because there existed, for a long 
period, the v irtua l d ic ta torsh ip  of one man- W hen  the d ictatorship  
of one m an did  no t operate  there has tended to be the ru le  of 
the Com m unist Party  because of the om nipotence of the party  in  
Soviet society. From  the early thirties C om m unist Party  leadership 
was effected in  all spheres of political and social life — in  the sense 
th a t no decision of m ajor im portance in  any sphere could be taken 
w ithout the endorsem ent of the Party, its leading circle or, most 
often, its leader. One may call this exercising of the d ic ta to rsh ip  of 
the pro le taria t th rough  the p ro le tarian  party  o r the d ictatorship  
of the party  o r whatever, b u t it  certainly was no t evidence of the 
proper or extensive operation  of socialist democracy w here the w ork­
ing people were masters of th e ir actions and destinies; m ore p a rti­
cularly when tha t party  was of the most highly centralised, m ono­
lith ic  character w ith little  o r no  freedom  for real ideological debate 
or rig h t for dissenters an d  m inorities, where in  fact dissenters and 
critics were elim inated on a vast scale in  a most a rb itrary  arid b ru ta l 
fashion. W as the Soviet U nion  under Stalin a m illion  tim es more
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dem ocratic than  the most dem ocratic bourgeois state as L enin  argued 
it should be?
L en in ’s views on democracy and  on the d ictatorship  of the 
pro le taria t have held  sway in  the C om m unist m ovem ent for gen­
erations. M any regard L en in ’s works as being the last w ord on 
the w hole subject. U nfortunately  the happenings in  socialist 
countries since L enin 's tim e indicate the trem endous theoretical 
and  practical problem s rem aining. So th a t the subject is no t a 
“closed book” . It is one w hich m ust occupy the atten tion  of social­
ists on a wide canvas b o th  sum m ing u p  the experiences of the past 
.50 years in  re la tion  to  the socialist countries, the developm ents 
of bourgeois and  “ th ird  w orld” democracy A N D  to a re-exam ination 
of the various m arxist writings on the subjects w ith  the use of an 
exceedingly critical eye.
In  the m inds of m any C om m unists the concept of pro letarian  
d icta torsh ip  conjures u p  pictures of establishing the rule of the 
industrial zuorkers (only one section of the pro letariat) th rough the 
com plete an d  absolute dom ination  of the C om m unist Party. T h is 
in  th e ir m inds is no t only for the purpose of bu ild ing  a socialist 
economy and defeating bourgeois opposition  and backlash but 
also for the purpose of crushing opposition, criticism, alternative 
m ethods and  ideas of bu ild ing  socialism advanced by any section of 
workers or intellectuals, of crushing any deviation from  the line 
of the trad itio n a l M arxist-Leninist Party . Such constitutes a carica­
ture of the w hole concept (particularly  w ith  the re-structuring of 
the p ro le ta ria t in m odern society) and  has led or will lead to the 
direst consequences eventually  w herever it is practised. For those 
who ho ld  such views in  A ustralia  it can only m ean eternal isola­
tion and  failure, fully deserved.
A n  Elusive Concept 
W h a t is the d ictatorsh ip  of the p ro letaria t?  As one exam ines the 
developm ent of the theory from  M arx ’s tim e to  the present i t ’s like 
chasing a m irage — one can never qu ite  get to it. C ertainly in  
practice, it  is, at very least, extrem ely dou b tfu l w hether the d icta­
torship  of the p ro le ta ria t has been ever accomplished. L enin  de­
scribed the d ictatorsh ip  of the p ro le ta ria t as w orking class rule 
replacing capitalist class rule. H e fu rth er indicated  its great 
dem ocratic character; the overw helm ing m ajority  of the population  
would ru le  over the previous explo iting  tiny m inority  instead of 
vice versa as in  all previously existing societies. T h e  rule of the 
w orking class w ould represent the last act of class society as its 
purpose w ould be the elim ination  of all classes and  exploitation 
of m an by m an. A num ber of obvious queries arise. In  almost 
all the countries where socialist revolutions have occurred the 
w orking class was N O T  the m ajority  of the popu lation  b u t very
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m uch a m inority  —  a sea of workers in  a great ocean of peasants 
as it were. T herefore  could  the present ru le existing in  M ongolia, 
China, V ietnam , Korea, Cuba, A lbania, R um ania , etc. really  be 
the d ictatorsh ip  of the p ro le ta ria t and  subscribe to the general 
theory? In 1917 R ussia’s ru ra l popu la tion  num bered  82 p er cent, 
so th a t the w orking class there also constitu ted  only a sm all p er­
centage of citizens.
Furtherm ore L enin  claim ed the d ictatorship  of the p ro le ta ria t was 
an alliance of the w orking class w ith  the peasants and  o ther m iddle 
elements of the popu la tion . So the question again can be posed 
“w hat is the d ictatorsh ip  of the p ro letaria t?” “I t  is pow er in  the 
hands of the w orking people, led by the w orking class an d  having 
as its aim  the bu ild ing  of socialism” answer the Soviet theoreticians- 
(Fundamentals of M arxism -Leninism , Foreign Languages Pub lish ­
ing H ouse p. 625). So therefore it  apparen tly  isn ’t sim ply the 
dictatorship of the w orking  class b u t of the w orking people  led by 
the w orking class!
In  the People’s Dem ocracies of Eastern Europe we are inform ed 
that people’s democracy perform s the functions  of the d ictatorship  
of the proletariat. T herefo re  apparen tly  it  isn’t exactly the d icta­
torship of the p ro le ta ria t b u t perform s those same functions I M any 
other exam ples could be given to  illustrate  the verbal and  theoretical 
gymnastics which plague this whole question. W hen  coupled w ith 
the practical application  of the  theory to date, one certainly be­
comes m ore th an  a little  perplexed and resolves to  take the advice 
o£ the Irish  poet W illiam  B u tle r Yeats given in  ano ther context, 
to lay aside the p a tte r b u ilt  u p  for years and  “seek the  b ru ta lity  
the ill-breeding, the barbarism  of tru th !”
T oday  Soviet theoreticians claim  “the state of the w hole people” 
has replaced the d icta to rsh ip  of the p ro letaria t, b u t if  th is is so 
why the harsh censorship, the  insistence on the au tho rity  of the 
party  in  most spheres of Soviet life, and the great fear on  the part 
of the leadership of the influence of bourgeois, “revisionist” and 
critical ideas? T h e  concept of the “state of the  whole people” 
implies com pletion of the  low er stage of com m unist developm ent 
and nearness to  the h igher stage —  the stage of greatly developed 
hum an freedom  and  abundance — certainly no t w ith in  im m ediate 
sight in  the Soviet U n io n  despite the claims of K rushchov and 
others since his time. I t  also im plies, a t very least, a lessening of 
in ternal state operations, ra th e r  th an  the ir strengthening.
T h e  ill-fated Rosa L uxem burg  in  her G erm an prison cell in  1918 
whilst giving unstin ted  praise to L enin  and  the Bolsheviks m ade 
serious criticisms of the in fan t regim e of w hich the follow ing’ long 
Passages are b u t im p o rtan t examples:
®ut socialist democracy is no t som ething which begins only in  th e  prom ised 
•and after the foundations of socialist economy are created; it does no t come as
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some sort of C hristm as present for the w orthy people who, in  the  interim , have 
loyally supported  a handfu l of socialist dictators. Socialist democracy begins 
sim ultaneously w ith the beginnings of the destruction of class ru le and of 
the  construction of socialism. I t  begins a t the  very m om ent of the seizure of 
power by th e  socialist party . It is the  same th in g  as the  d ictatorship of th e  prole­
tariat.
Yes, dictatorship! B ut this d ictatorship consists in  the m anner o f applying  
democracy, no t in  its elim ination, in  energetic, resolute attacks upon the  well- 
entrenched righ ts and economic relationships of bourgeois society, w ithout 
which a socialist transform ation cannot be accomplished. B ut this dictatorship 
m ust be th e  work of the  class and no t of a little  leading m inority  in nam e of 
the  masses, it m ust be under their direct influence, subjected to the  control 
of com plete pub lic  activity; it m ust arise ou t of th e  growing political training 
of the  mass of the people.
Doubtless the  Bolsheviks would have proceeded in  this very way were it not 
th a t they suffered un d er the frightfu l com pulsion of the  world war, the German 
occupation and  all th e  abnorm al difficulties connected therew ith, things which 
were inevitably bound  to d istort any socialist policy, however im bued it m ight 
be w ith the  best in tentions and the  finest princip les . . .
. . . Everything th a t happens in  Russia is com prehensible and represents an 
inevitable chain  of causes and effects, th e  starting  p o in t and end term  of which 
are: th e  fa ilu re  of the Germ an pro le taria t and th e  occupation of Russia by 
G erm an im perialism . I t  would be dem anding som ething superhum an from 
L enin and his comrades if we should expect of them  th a t under such circum ­
stances they should conjure forth  the  finest democracy, the  most exemplary 
d icta to rsh ip  of th e  p ro letaria t and a flourishing socialist economy. By their 
determ ined revolutionary  stand, their exem plary strength in  action, and their 
unbreakable  loyalty to in ternational socialism, they have contributed  whatever 
could possibly be contributed  under such devilishly h a rd  conditions. T he 
danger begins only when they m ake a v irtue  of necessity and w ant to  freeze 
in to  a com plete theoretical system all the  tactics forced upon them  by these 
fatal circumstances, and w ant to  recom m end them  to the in ternational p ro le t­
a ria t as a m odel of socialist tactics. W hen they get in  their own ligh t in this 
way, and  h ide  th e ir genuine, unquestionable historical service under the bushel 
of false steps forced upon  them  by necessity, they render a poor service to in te r­
national socialism for the  sake of which they have fought and suffered; for they 
w ant to  place in  its storehouse as new discoveries all the distortions prescribed 
in  Russia by necessity and  compulsion . . . (Rosa Luxem burg, The Russian  
R evolution, Ann A rbor Paperbacks 1967, pp . 77, 78, 79).
I t  is all too easy to  dismiss this critique  as failing  to appreciate 
the hardsh ips and  difficulties of the tim es o r of lacking a realistic 
estim ate an d  of the ruthlessness of im perialistic capitalism  (as 
evidenced by h er own b ru ta l m urder a few m onths later). T h e  fact is 
th a t h er criticisms were ignored and  h er fears were proven justified, 
for Stalinism  d id  eventuate and  in  th a t period socialist democracy 
and  “p ro le ta rian ” ru le  became a ho rrib le  mockery. H er comments 
in  the same pam phle t about w hat w ould  happen  if socialist dem o­
cracy was not rigorously p rom oted  proved amazingly accurate. 
Public  life she claim ed w ould fall gradually  asleep, a few dozen 
party  leaders of inexhaustible energy and  boundless experience 
w ould d irect and  rule. Am ong them  she declared only a dozen 
ou tstand ing  heads w ould do the leading and  an  elite of the working 
class w ould  be inv ited  from  tim e to  tim e to m eetings w here they
18
AUSTRALIAN LEFT REVIEW August-September, 1969
would applaud  the speeches of the leaders and  approve proposed 
resolutions unanim ously —  at bo ttom  then, a clique affair a d ic ta­
torship to be sure, b u t n o t the d ictatorship  of the p ro le ta ria t (ibid., 
p. 72). T h is  is precisely the problem  th a t arose only in  worse form 
than  she predicted. T h e  m ost extrem e features have been overcome 
bu t an  enorm ous legacy rem ains and  is tackled less th an  half­
heartedly by the leading circles- (T he observations m ade here 
em anate no t from  a desire to “knock” the Soviet U nion, o r from  
lack of appreciation of the positive achievem ents and  role of the 
Soviet com m unists past o r present. T hey  are m ade as a con tribu tion  
towards an understand ing  of the phenom enon of Stalinism  and  its 
afterm ath which has grievously harm ed the cause of the socialist 
movem ent and  of the Soviet U nion  and  from  concern at the degree 
of u n th ink ing  acceptance and  advocacy of only national variants 
as a universal model).
I t  has been alleged th a t B ukharin  shortly before his tr ia l and  
execution m ain tained  th a t the growing deform ities of socialist 
principles were due to  a single m istake —  the identification  of the 
Party w ith the state. W hile this may be an oversim plification it 
is undoubted ly  a m ajor aspect of the problem  as im plied  above. 
As indicated  by E. H . C arr the  one-partv m onopoly of the Bolsheviks 
cannot be la id  fairly a t th e ir  door for no opposition party  of the 
time was prepared  to rem ain  w ith in  legal limits. (E. H . C arr, T he  
Bolshevik R evo lu tion  Vol. 1, Penguin  ed ition  p. 190).
Yet contem porary Soviet w riters approach this m atter dogm ati­
cally and  again advocate th e ir experience as good for every socialist 
revolution. A recent article “T h e  O rigin  of the O ne-Party System 
in the U.S.S.R.” by P. N. Sobolev (reprin ted  in  M arxism  Today, 
A pril 1969) is most in teresting  and  inform ative on the Bolshevik 
coalition w ith the Left Socialist R evolutionaries an d  its failure 
which resulted in  only one party  in  the country. I t  is hard , indeed, 
to see how  the Bolsheviks could  have acted o ther th a n  they d id  in  
the circumstances. H ow ever Sobolev writes:
In exam ining the m ulti-party  system in  the Soviet U nion it m ust be borne in  
m ind th a t it is no t identical w ith  th e  m ulti-party  system in  bourgeois states. 
One of the m ain  conditions of th e  existence of a m ulti-party  system in  a  socialist 
state is recognition o f the  leading role o f the working class and its Party by any 
Party which helps in governing the  country. (My emphasis).
Let it  be appreciated firstly th a t Sobolev is no t speaking here of 
the Soviet U nion only b u t of “a socialist state”. Secondly L enin  
:,nd the Bolsheviks did  not lay dow n th a t the Left Socialist R evolu­
tionaries (representing sections of the peasantry) in  1917 should 
r ecognise the leading role of the  Party. T hey  called, correctly, for 
the L.S.R’s to support the decisions of the Soviet G overnm ent as 
expressed in  the Decrees on L and, Peace, etc., to recognise the 
necessity for ruthless struggle against counter-revolution, to  recog­
nise the Soviets as the sole source of pow er an d  to subm it to  the
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m ajority  w ith in  the Soviets — qu ite  another question! T h ird ly  
it w ould seem ludicrous to call on ano ther party  to recognise the 
leading role of the Com m unist Party  i.e. for com plete submission. 
If they d id  then why exist at all as a separate party? Fourthly 
such an  approach entirely  excludes th a t there ever can be more 
th an  one  party  which represents the w orking class, a circumstance 
denied by the facts in  m any countries. F ifthly Sobolev confuses the 
issue of parties m ain ta in ing  a legal existence and parties being 
represented in  the G overnm ent — two qu ite  different m atters. 
A m ulti-party  system does not necessarily m ean a m ulti-party  gov­
ernm ent-
Such dubious theories were not form ulated  by the Com munists 
of 1917 b u t the Com munists of a la ter stage in  o rder to give theore­
tical justification to the Soviet experience as a universal model. 
So it  is th a t while allegedly m ulti-party  systems exist in  most of the 
socialist countries today, based on the above theory, the o ther parties 
are in  effect the shells of parties. For exam ple in  Czechoslovakia 
u n d er N ovotny it has been said th a t if the C om m unist Party  sneezed 
the o th e r Parties caught cold! W hat is their function if they 
m erely give the rubber stam p to  each and  every decision of the 
C om m unist Party? Issue is no t being taken here w ith the tactics 
of the Bolsheviks in  1917 n o r w ith the description by Sobolev (and 
Carr) as to  how th e  one-party system arose in  the Soviet U nion, 
neither is a call being m ade for a m ulti-party  system to be in troduced 
in  the U.S.S.R. B ut issue is taken w ith  the k ind  of theoretical 
advocacy w hich would, if im plem ented, v irtually  m ean a one-party 
system in  all countries taking the socialist road. T h is advocacy 
distorts the w hole question of p ro le ta rian  ru le  and socialist dem o­
cracy.
T h e  Ita lian  Com m unists call for a p luralistic  socialist society in 
the ir country.
. . . T h e  p artic ipa tion  of a p lu rality  of forces in  the  struggle against monopoly 
capitalism  is an  essential condition if socialist society is to be a pluralistic 
society w ith a rich dem ocratic structure, a society th a t is not centralised, not 
controlled by bureaucracy and no t identified w ith the power of a single party. 
(From the Preparato ry  Theses of the 12th Congress of the  Italian  Com munist 
Party”, M arxism  Today, April 1969, p.120).
A ustralian  Com m unists in  the ir d ra ft Charter of Democratic 
R igh ts  advocate th a t after the A u stra lian  bourgeoisie have been 
deprived of th e ir economic power an d  the ir control of the state 
and  mass m edia, citizens should have the freedom  of political asso­
ciation  inc lud ing  engaging in  election activities ancl political 
cam paigning provided tha t the  new socialist constitu tion and  laws 
are observed. N otw ithstanding  th a t advocacy, A ustralian  C om m un­
ists shou ld  n o t see such propositions as ho ld ing  good for the Com ­
m unists in  o ther regions of the w orld w here different conditions 
apply.
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T en ta tive  Conclusions
One of the huge theoretical and  practical problem s confronting 
the com m unist m ovem ent an d  a ll socialists is: w hat sort of society 
in the transitional period  between capitalism  an d  communism? 
After the e lim ination  of bourgeois ru le  and  the bourgeois state, 
w hat sort of governm ental and  state apparatus? T h e  answ er may 
only be provided by the people faced w ith the concrete task b u t the 
concept enunciated  by M arx on the revolutionary  transform ation 
necessary to achieve the transition  from  capitalism  to com m unism  
and  its correspondence to “ the d ictatorship  of the  p ro le ta ria t” 
seems generally correct so long as it  is treated  like all o th e r theore­
tical prognostications —  as a guide and  no t a dogm a —  an d  provid­
ing a num ber of things are rem em bered.
Firstly L enin  com m ented th a t a workers’ state i.e. (in  his terms) 
the d ictatorship  of the  pro le taria t, is a theoretical abstraction. 
T herefore it w ould be h a rd  to achieve in  pu re  form . H e also 
poin ted  ou t th a t the “d ic ta to rsh ip  of the p ro le ta ria t” was “a L atin , 
scientific, historical —  philosophical te rm ”.
Secondly there is no  m odel in  existence clearly representing a 
state of p ro letarian  d ictatorsh ip . Practical life emphasises strange 
lessons. Even w ith  w ide departures from  the theoretical principles 
the fundam entals of a socialist economic base can be b u ilt and 
achieve high degrees of advance w ithout a p ro p er socialist political 
system existing. E xperience dem onstrates th a t this has happened  
and  can be m ain ta ined  at least for a lengthy period  b u t requires 
a harsh, au thorita tive  political system to enforce it. I n  this con­
nection it should be recalled  th a t the capitalist system in  the 
advanced countries took from  two to the three h u n d red  years to 
m ature. T h ere  should be no  dogm atic copying of the form s of rule 
existing in  present socialist states.
T h ird ly  the p ro le taria t, the  class of m odern wage workers and  
the ir families constitutes the overw helm ing b u lk  of the popu la tion  
in  A ustralia  (unskilled, semi-skilled and  skilled m an u al workers, 
clerical and  sales workers, professional and  technical w orkers com­
prise 86.5 per cent of the workforce). F urtherm ore in  such countries 
the technical and  scientific sections are rap id ly  growing.
VVlien M arx spoke of th e  p ro le ta ria t as the revolutionary  class of bourgeois 
society he had in  m ind the  m odern wage worker as d istinct from th e  shopkeeper 
o r the  lum pen-proletarian  for exam ple, or from the peasants, artisans or 
o th er groups m ore typical of the  period  of feudalism. H e was not, in  this context, 
d istinguishing between m anual and  m ental wage workers, o r p roduction  and 
clerical or sales workers, categories which were, incidentally , by no  means 
so large then  as they are today. H e was speaking of th e  "collective laborer” in 
which he saw changes according to  changes in p roduction  e.g. from  h an d  m an u ­
facture to m achine p roduction . T oday this is the  view prevailing  am ong m arxists, 
though  contrary opinions are  no t lack in g . . .  and the  practice of m any more is 
to  take the  “leading ro le o f th e  working class’” as re ferring  to  th e  m anual
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factory workers. (Eric Aarons, Class and R u lin g  Class, Com m unist Party  P u b li­
cation 1969 p .8 ) .
L enin  claim ed th a t only the “u rb an  and  industria l workers in  
genera l’’ could lead the  struggle for the overthrow  of capital. H e 
thus d istinguished between “in d u stria l” ’ workers and  o ther w ork­
ers in  my opin ion  because of the class com position of Russia at 
the time.
Fourth ly  the essential requ irem ent seems to be the rule of the 
w orking people (as opposed to the ru le  of the capitalist class) which 
eventually  becomes the rule of m ank ind  “w hen the curse of class 
d istinctions from  o u r shoulders shall be h u rled ” (T h e  In terna tio ­
nale) and  where, as M arx indicated  the state is converted in to  an  
organ com pletely subordinated to society. Such a situation  w ould 
constitu te a big step on the road to a com m unist society.
If one leaves aside the problem  of the people who look at existing 
socialist states th rough rose-coloured glasses there is the additional 
phenom enon today particu larly  am ong the m ore anarchistically 
(in the philosophic sense) inclined on the so-called new left. 
Idealistic dream ers aplenty  dismiss the problem s of transition  to  the 
free society as being capable of tak ing  care of themselves. Come 
the revolu tion  we’ll wake up  one fine m orn ing  to  a gargantuan 
feast of mass m eetings w ith the populace flocking to partic ipate  
in  ru n n in g  the P.M .G., G eneral M otors and  the local council etc. 
T h e  only problem  however is th a t g reat num bers of the “masses” 
may prefer to  study the form  guides, d ig  the garden or lie on the 
beach!
Lenin  was extrem ely optim istic on this question at the tim e of the 
R ussian revolution, b u t he found  great problem s in  achieving this 
aim  an d  in  his last years acknowledged the difficulties (and the 
utopiari approach) involved, in  his w riting  o n  the grow ing bu reau ­
cracy em erging in  the Soviet U nion. In  1921 he wrote
Can every worker know how to adm inister the  state? Practical people know this 
is a fairy tale  . . . T h e  trade  unions are a school of communism and adm inis­
tration . W hen they (i.e. the  workers) have spent these y^ars a t school, they 
will learn, b u t i t  progresses slowly . . . How m any workers have been engaged 
in adm inistration? A few thousand all over Russia and no more. (Quoted in 
IC. H. C arr’s Bolshevik R evo lu tion , Penguin ed ition  p.254) .
L. G. C hurchw ard writes th a t Soviet au thorities today claim  tha t 
activists involved a t the local governm ent level represent one in 
six of the popu lation . H e continues:
My own view of the m atter, based on a careful reading of a wide range of 
m ateria l over m any years and some direct investigation of the problem  during  
1965, is th a t the  Soviet system has achieved considerable success in  its develop­
m ent of mass participation , especially in  th e  countless petty  tasks of local 
governm ent. T h is has enabled a substantial reduction  of pa id  officials b u t it 
may not have reduced Soviet bureaucratism . T h e  Party  has been directly
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responsible for m uch of this developm ent so th a t the  so-called “voluntary 
organisations” are not voluntary  in  the  full sense of th e  term . Furtherm ore, 
Party  control, while it has often encouraged new activities and organisations, 
has sometimes curbed local in itiative  and enthusiasm . (L. G. C hurchw ard, Con­
temporary Soviet Govertitnent, R outledge and Kegan P au l 1968 p.271).
From  a slightly different angle R adovan R ich ta  discusses these 
problems:
T h ere  is noth ing to be gained by shu tting  our eyes to the  fact th a t an  acute 
problem  of our age will be to close the  profound cleavage in  industria l civilisa­
tion  which, as Einstein realised w ith such alarm, places the  fate of the  defence­
less mass in the hands of an  educated elite, who wield the power of science 
and technology. Possibly th is will be among the  m ost complex undertakings 
facing socialism. W ith  science and technology essential to the  com m on good, 
circumstances place their advance prim arily  in  the  hands of th e  conscious, 
progressive agents of this m ovem ent — the professionals, scientists, technicians 
and  organisers, and  skilled workers. And even un d er socialism we m ay find 
tendencies to elitism, a  m onopoly of educational opportunities, exaggerated 
claims on higher living standards, and  the like; these groups m ay forget th a t 
the em ancipation of the  p a r t  is always bound up  w ith th e  em ancipation of all. 
Governm ent under socialism belongs to all working people and no t to  the 
professionals alone. Yet th e  working com m unity cannot "govern” in  a truly 
socialist m anner w ithout th e  aid of professionalism, of science. U ltim ately the 
only solution will be to m ake professionals of us all (while sim ultaneously 
abolishing by degrees the  need to  govern a t all). Every step in th is direction 
will facilitate fu rth er progress. And when the goal is set in  these term s, the 
coincidence of the  scientific and  technological revolution w ith revolutionary 
social changes is essential. (Civilisation at the Crossroads p .215).
Such problem s ind icate  the necessity of some form  of govern­
m enta l apparatus an d  state m achine for a long period  after the 
ending  of bourgeois rule-
Discussion of all these problem s needs to  be developed w ithin 
the left in  order to overcome conceptions tha t emphasise, onesidedly, 
the coercive aspects of p ro le ta rian  political power. F o r advanced 
capitalist countries M arcuse has expressed ideas for th e ir  revolu­
tionary  transform ation th ro u g h  an  in terim  educational d ictatorship  
of h igh m inded intellectuals, of philosophers p reparing  the free 
society. Personally I  regard  this w ith  just as m uch disfavor as d ic ta­
torships by Stalins, N ovotnys or M ao Tse-tungs. Preferable would 
be, it  seems, the view advanced by Engels in  1891 in  his criticism 
of the E rfu rt Program , th a t the workers can only come to power 
“under the form  of the dem ocratic republic” and  th a t this w ould 
be “even the specific form  for the d ictatorship  of the p ro le ta r ia t . .  
R a th e r th an  ru le by h igh  m inded  philosophers or C om m unist presi­
dium s or benevolent o r paranoic  dictators why no t a  w orking 
peoples’ dem ocratic rep u b lic  w hich sets ou t no t only to  eradicate the 
vestiges of exp lo ita tion , class d istinction  and  possessive ind iv idual­
ism b u t also seeks and  establishes facilities for the widest partic ipa­
tion  of its citizens in  ru n n in g  society and  th e ir own lives in  which 
there exists freedom  of opera tion  for various parties an d  groups 
existing w ith in  popu larly  agreed laws?
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